Preeclampsia is associated with a serum factor cytotoxic to human endothelial cells.
Preeclampsia occurs in 7% to 10% of pregnancies and is a leading cause of morbidity for mothers and their infants. Intensive investigation has failed to reveal the cause of the multiple organ dysfunction characteristic of this disorder, which abates completely with delivery. However, several observations suggest that endothelial cell dysfunction is a central pathophysiologic event. We report that serum from preeclamptic women is cytotoxic to endothelial cells in vitro. Consistent with the reversal of the clinical condition after delivery, cytotoxic activity in serum of preeclamptic women is reduced after 24 to 48 hours post partum. In contrast, cytotoxic activity of serum from normal pregnant women increases after delivery.